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THE  MAN  WHO  LEFT  TOO  SOON 

"But  Peter  followed  him  at  a  distance 3 
as  far  as  the  courtyard  of  the  high 
priest^   and  going  inside  he  sat  with 
the  guards  to  see  the  end.  " 

(Mat.    26:58) 


Only  those  who  have  nursed  great  expectations 
can  know  great  disappointment.   Only  those  who  have 
tried  hard  to  win  can  know  the  pangs  of  defeat .   Only 
those  who  have  dared  to  hope  can  know  the  meaning  of 
despair. 

That's  why  my  heart  goes  out  to  Simon  Peter  - 
one  of  the  most  tragic  figures  connected  with  the 
passion  of  our  Lord.   Peter  had  given  it  a  good  shot 
ever  since  that  day  when  Jesus  crossed  his  path  and 
said,  "Live  for  me."   Slowly  but  surely  Jesus'  kingdom 
talk  was  getting  through  to  him.   Rough  and  burly 
type  that  he  was,  he  had  grown  to  appreciate  those 
frail  intangibles  -  faith,  hope  and  love. 

But  after  Palm  Sunday  things  had  started  to  slip. 
Jesus'  opponents  began  to  compose  their  rank  against 
Him.   Jesus,  for  His  part,  ruffled  a  few  feathers  by 
throwing  the  money-changers  out  of  the  temple  and 
cursing  the  fig  tree.   After  that  memorable  Thursday 
supper,  Peter  had  tried  in  the  garden  to  help  the 
cause  by  the  swift  use  of  his  sword.   But  all  he  got 
for  his  trouble  was  a  reprimand  from  Jesus . 

Then  came  in  swift  succession  the  traitor's  kiss, 
instant  arrest  and  the  trial  before  the  high  priest 
Caiaphas.   The  big  fisherman  saw  the  handwriting  on 
the  wall.   The  record  tells  us  that  "he  followed  Jesus 
at  a  distance  as  far  as  the  courtyard  of  the  high 
priest,  and  going  inside  he  sat  with  the  guards  to  see 
the  end."   (Mat  26:48)   It  was  the  end  not  only  of 
Jesus'  life,  but  of  all  that  Jesus  represented,  stood 
for  and  embodied.   The  curtain  was  coming  down  with  a 


thud.   "He  went  inside  and  sat  with  the  guards  to  see 
the  end." 


Millions  in  our  world  today  sit  where  Peter  sat 
that  night  -  to  see  the  end.  Disillusionment  blankets 
many  and  many  a  heart.  The  feeling  persists  that  some 
grim  inevitability  is  moving  in  upon  us.   That  it's 
just  a  matter  of  time.   And  so  we  sit  to  watch  the  end. 

Sitting  is  the  appropriate  posture,  for  there  is 
nothing  more  that  we  can  do.   We  sit  to  watch  the  end. 
The  end  of  the  United  Nations;  the  end  of  western 
civilization;  the  end  of  law  and  order;  the  end  of 
credibility  in  government;  the  end  of  the  civil  rights 
movement ;  the  end  of  the  family  as  we  have  known  it ; 
the  end  of  religion;  the  end  of  the  church.   Yes,  even 
the  end  of  God! 

It  is  a  heavy  business  trying  to  go  on  living  as 
those  upon  whom  the  ends  of  the  world  are  come.   This 
is  why  a  new  isolationism  is  building  in  this  country, 
at  both  the  public  and  personal  levels.   A  decided 
retreat  from  history.   A  feeling  of  "what's  the  use?" 

Many  young  people  in  the  current  so-called  "Jesus 
Movement"  are  burned  out  activists  who  found  that  they 
couldn't  change  the  world  in  two  summer  vacations.  And 
so  they  have  retreated  into  the  womb  of  an  a-historical 
piety.  What  difference  does  anyone's  effort  make? 
Trying  to  help  history  along  is  about  as  futile  as  re- 
arranging the  deck  chairs  on  the  Titanic! 

A  new  hedonism  can  also  be  detected  among  us. 
Let's  take  the  pleasures  of  the  moment,  for  there  is 
no  tomorrow.   As  the  gospel  according  to  Schlitz  has 
it,  "Grab  all  the  gusto  you  can,  you  only  go  around 
once."   And  so  we  live  in  an  endless  ambiance  of  fun 
and  boredom. 

If  nothing  matters  ultimately  it  is  hard  to  see 
how  anything,  even  personal  pleasure,  can  matter 
presently.   Perhaps  we  believe  that  if  we  plunge  into 
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enough  pleasurable  activities  what's  wrong  out  there 
will  somehow  go  away.   Maybe  it  is  only  a  fiction  after 
all.   The  cartoon  depicted  a  motorist  half-way  under- 
neath his  station  wagon  which  had  obviously  developed 
a  flat  tire.   It  was  a  warm,  broiling  sun  under  which 
he  worked.   His  children  were  peering  out  the  rear 
seat  window  and  offering  their  father  advice.   The 
tag  line  has  the  exasperated  father  responding  to  his 
children:   "But  we  can't  switch  channels.   This  isn't 
television,  this  is  real," 

Most  of  us  just  rough  it  out,  glad  for  the  rou- 
tine that  keeps  us  occupied.   We  try,  with  a  straight 
face,  to  make  ultimate  concerns  out  of  attempts  to 
curb  inflation;  the  next  election;  the  latest  public 
scandal;  the  next  vacation;  the  next  raise.   We  are 
even  willing  to  allow  ourselves  to  become  absorbed  in 
the  "non-problem  problems"  of  Madison  Avenue  as  they 
reach  us  by  way  of  television:   ring  around  the  collar, 
spotted  glassware,  deodorants  that  lose  their  power 
after  five  o'clock,  and  the  single  razor  blade  that 
doesn't  catch  quite  all  the  whiskers  the  first  time 
over. 

The  truth  of  the  matter  is  that  when  your  life 
and  mine  are  void  of  the  transcendent  they  sink  into 
the  absurd.   Without  God  we  resemble  nothing  more  than 
Samuel  Beckett's  two  sad  tramps  waiting  under  that 
wilted  tree  for  their  life  to  begin. 

"Peter  followed  him  at  a  distance,  as  far  as  the 
courtyard  of  the  high  priest,  and  going  inside  he  sat 
with  the  guards  to  see  the  end."   Soon  he  would  deny 
his  Lord,  which  is  to  say,  he  would  renounce  his 
vision,  and  walk  away  from  it  all! 


The  good  news  of  Easter  is  that  Peter  left  too 
soon!   The  world  was  not  coming  to  a  stop  -  it  was 
coming  to  a  start!   God  reversed  the  sentence  that  man 
had  imposed  on  Jesus.   "On  the  third  day  He  rose  again 
from  the  dead."   (Mat.  20:19b)  Those  who  had  come  to 


-  3  - 


Joseph's  garden  prepared  to  mourn  left  to  rejoice. 
They  had  come  walking ,  but  they  left  running.  "He  is 
not  here.   He  is  risen  as  He  said."   (Mat.  28:6) 

Death  had  done  its  worst,  and  its  worst  was  not 
enough.   God  had  now  pronounced  His  divine  "Amen"  on 
all  that  Jesus  came  to  do  and  say  and  be.   The  kingdom 
of  God  had  a  future  after  all.   The  twilight  through 
which  Peter  had  passed  was  not  the  twilight  of  the 
night,  but  the  twilight  of  the  dawn. 

The  event  that  we  celebrate  today  has  profound 
meaning  for  every  last  one  of  us  on  at  least  two  levels 
At  the  personal  level  Easter  means  that  death  need 
have  no  power  over  us.   "Death's  flood  has  lost  its 
chill  since  Jesus  crossed  the  river."   With  even  great- 
er certainty  than  the  Psalmist,  we  can  affirm,  "Yea, 
though  I  walk  through  the  valley  of  the  shadow  of 
death,  I  will  fear  no  evil.   (Ps.  23:4a)   We  lay  our 
dead  to  rest  in  the  sure  and  certain  hope  of  the  res- 
urrection to  eternal  life  through  Jesus  Christ  our  Lord 

But  the  Easter  event  also  says  something  about 
the  meaning  of  history.   We  dare  not  so  privatize 
Easter  that  it  has  to  do  only  with  individual  men  and 
women  and  the  life  to  come.   Easter  says  a  lot  about 
history  -  personal,  national  and  global. 

The  resurrection  affirms  God's  intention  to  es- 
tablish His  kingdom  here  on  earth.   God's  aim  is  not  to 
evacuvate  the  faithful  but  to  work  through  men  and  wom- 
en who  share  the  Galilean  vision  to  bring  the  kingdoms 
of  this  world  beneath  the  rule  of  God.   "Behold  He 
goeth  before  you  into  Galilee."   (Mat.  26:32)   He  still 
has  business  on  this  earth. 

This  does  not  mean  that  every  human  alignment  now 
standing  will  stand;  that  current  balances  of  power 
will  prevail;  that  the  institutions  to  which  we  are 
accustomed  will  survive  unchanged;  that  familiar  forms 
and  structures  -  even  of  the  church  -  will  continue  as 
we  have  known  them.   But  it  does  most  assuredly  mean 
that  God's  purposes  for  men  will  ultimately  prevaiJ. ; 
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that  service  will  triumph  over  exploitation;  that  gen- 
erosity will  triumph  over  greed;  that  freedom  will  tri- 
umph over  bondage;  that  grace  will  triumph  over  sin; 
and  that  love  will  be  victorious  over  hate. 

To  live  by  faith  is  to  believe  that  this  is  so. 
Against  Auschwitz  and  Hiroshima,  against  Belfast  and 
Bangladesh,  against  Vietnam  and  South  Africa,  against 
assassinations  in  Memphis  and  Dallas  and  Los  Angeles, 
yes ,  and  against  the  petty  hatreds  and  antagonisms  of 
your  heart  and  mine,  God  sets  the  resurrection  of  His 
Christ  and  invites  our  trust.   It  was  as  one  who  trust- 
ed that  Nicolas  Berdyaev  could  say:  "It  is  not  possi- 
ble for  my  faith  to  be  shaken  by  man ,  however  low  he 
may  sink;  for  this  faith  is  grounded  not  on  what  man 
thinks  about  man,  but  on  what  God  thinks  about  him."  1 

In  the  light  of  the  Easter  triumph  we  keep  busy 
with  our  father's  business  here  on  earth.   As  Paul 
said,  "We  are  afflicted  in  every  way,  but  not  crushed; 
perplexed,  but  not  driven  to  despair;  persecuted,  but 
not  forsaken;  struck  down,  but  not  destroyed." 

(II  Cor  4:8-9) 


One  day  turned  it  all  around  for  Simon  Peter. 
Easter  is  God's  "nevertheless"  flung  into  the  face  of 
all  that  would  assert  itself  against  His  will.   Well 
may  the  trumpets  sound!   Well  may  our  hearts  be  glad! 
God  has  won. 

Peter  left  too  soon,   To  think,  to  think  -  that 
he  might  have  gone  the  way  of  Judas  and  missed  that 
day.   One  day  brought  Him  back.   That  one  day  can  do 
as  much  for  us . 

One  of  my  favorite  poems  is  "Columbus"  by  James 
Russell  Lowell.   The  poet  in  those  lines  feels  his  way 
into  what  it  must  have  been  like  to  have  had  Columbus ' 
vision  and  to  have  faced  the  obstacles ,  first  on  land 
and  then  on  sea,  that  the  explorer  had  to  endure.   To- 
wards the  end  of  that  poem  the  crew  puts  the  pressure 
on  Columbus  to  go  back.   All  those  days  at  sea  and  no 
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sign  of  land.   Food  supply,  water  supply  diminishing. 
They  beseech  him,  almost  to  the  point  of  mutiny,  to 
turn  back  and  head  for  home. 

But  Columbus  begs  for  one  more  day.   He  cries  out 

"God,  let  me  not  in  their  dull  ooze  be 
stranded; 


One  poor  day! 
Remember  whose  and  not  how  short  it  is! 
It  is  God's  day,  it  is  Columbus'. 
A  lavish  day!   One  day,  with  life  and  heart, 
Is  more  than  time  enough  to  find  a  world."  2 


CLOSING  PRAYER 

Lord,  bless  Thy  word  this  day 

wherever  it  is  preached  and  lived, 
to  the  end  that  it  may  be 
accorded  lodging  in 
the  hearts  of  many 
to  their  eternal  peace 

and  Thine  eternal  praise, 

Through  the  same  Jesus  Christ 
our  Lord  who  loved  us  and 
gave  Himself  for  us.    Amen. 
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